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Despite its positive impacts, public participation often begets a representativeness problem due to 
participants’ opportunism and opportunity cost. Using the survey on 2,000 citizens in South Korea, the 
research results show that: (1) citizens’ opportunism in terms of self-interest or free-riding may significantly 
influence their participatory behaviors and (2) citizens’ opportunity costs may act as a mediating factor, i.e., 
a higher opportunity cost lessens the impact of opportunism on participation. The findings imply that a 
desirably represented citizen participation can be supported by considering and mobilizing (not 
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Introduction 
Values and impacts of public participation 
Citizens may participate in various public venues such as community affairs, market system, and policy 
process. When it comes to government affairs, citizens can be engaged in policy processes through indirect 
ways (e.g., voting, donation), collective participation (e.g., participatory budgeting), individual 
participation (e.g., survey, polls, petition), or conventional channels (e.g., hearing, meeting) (Nabatchi & 
Leighninger, 2015). In other words, citizens join governments not only in collective action (Gaventa & 
Barrett, 2012) but also in cooperation for policy decisions (Borras & Franco, 2010; OECD, 2009; Simonsen 
& Robbins, 2000; Thomas, 1995). 
As a result of citizens’ active approach to public affairs, many public values are expected to be 
better achieved. First, in terms of transparency of policy making process, information on public policy 
issues are further opened (Kim & Schachter, 2013; Kweit & Kweit, 2004; Nabatchi, 2012; Roberts, 2004; 
Rossmann & Shanahan, 2012; Wampler, 2012) to help prevent corruption (Yang & Holzer, 2006). Second, 
beyond a simple disclosure of policy information, citizens can have more access to policy-making processes 
(Hadden, 1981; Seo, 2014). Third, the enhanced openness and accessibility of government also leads to 
government’s responsiveness to citizens’ demands (Ebdon, 2002; Gaventa & Barrett, 2012; Moynihan, 
2003). Fourth, public participation eventually helps enhance the legitimacy of policy-making, which is 
conducive to better policy compliance (Bingham, Nabatchi, & O’Leary, 2005; Ebdon & Franklin, 2006; 
Irvin & Stansbury, 2004). 
Motivations of public participation 
Beyond the impacts of public participation, why do citizens decide to participate in public affairs in the first 
place? The motivations behind citizen participation have been studied from various perspectives. The first 
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school of participation motives is concerned with rational choice model. It asserts that people choose to 
join in political participation by rationally calculating the costs and benefits of their participation (Aldrich, 
1993; Downs, 1957; Jackman, 1993; Tsebelis, 1990). However, such cost-benefit approaches have been 
criticized because of “paradox of participation” phenomena (Olson, 1965) where a rational chooser does 
not participate in political activities because of the many incentives for free-riding. 
Another group of theories on participation motivation is about the (necessary) conditions for 
participation. People should be available in terms of time and money (i.e. opportunity cost) for them to 
spare sufficient time to participate (Verba, Scholzman, & Brady, 1995). Further, people should be also 
accessible to public affairs by being a member of social networks through which they can easily participate 
(Alford, 2002; van Eijk & Steen, 2014; Verba, Scholzman, & Brady, 1995). 
Exploring more active factors behind participation, there are two types of arguments about the 
drivers of participation. First, as individual drivers of participation, people tend to participate because of 
their self-interest. Citizens participate in public matters (1) to avoid sanctions, (2) to receive material 
extrinsic rewards (e.g., money, social prestige) or intangible intrinsic rewards (e.g., self-satisfaction) 
(Alford, 2002; Verschuere et al., 2012), or (3) to pursue enjoyment of cognitive efforts through participation 
(Neblo, Esterling, Kennedy, Lazer, & Sokhey, 2010). 
Second, as social drivers of participation, people like to engage in public affairs due to (1) political 
interests (Verba, Schlozman, & Brady, 1995), (2) distrust in government (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse, 2002; 
John, Fieldhouse, & Liu, 2011), (3) social identity (i.e., desire for inclusion, and aversion to exclusion) 
(Hafer & Ran, 2016), (4) social or group pressure (Gagne et al., 2010; Millette & Gagne, 2008; 
Schmidthuber, Piller, Bogers, & Hilgers, 2019; Weinstein & Ryan, 2010), (5) sense of contribution to social 
causes (Bovaird, Stoker, Jones, Loeffler, & Roncancio, 2015), and (6) altruism (van Eijk & Steen, 2014). 
The last school of participation motive theories focuses more on the conditions for “good 
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participation.” To be successful participants, people should have competence, efficacy, and trust in 
government (Cooper, Bryer, & Meek, 2006). They should also have social and technical skills (Lowndes, 
Pratchett, & Stoker, 2006). 
Revisiting the motivations of participation 
In summary, there are similarities among the participation motivations despite the different formulas and 
factors of each model. First, people tend to consider and compare the net benefits of participation and non-
participation. Second, citizens often hesitate to participate in public affairs because public participation has 
the characteristics of public goods with externalities. In other words, as the impacts of participatory efforts 
are shared by the general public, the incentive of participation can be deficient. Therefore, just like other 
public goods, citizen participation can be over-demanded, under-supplied, and thereby begets a 
representativeness problem. 
From the perspective of public managers who engage citizens in public affairs, this study examines 
who actually participate and why they participate considering two drivers—opportunism and opportunity 
cost—which may determine citizens’ participatory behaviors. Simply put, opportunism, as a driver of 
participation, is a “benefit-oriented” motivation. On the other hand, opportunity cost, as a driver of non-
participation, is a “cost-oriented” motivation. By analyzing empirical data on people’s behavior, this study 
explores how the two drivers influence participatory behaviors independently and simultaneously. 
Research Questions & Hypotheses 
Participation 
As a dependent variable in the research model, three sub-types of participation are considered: participation 
in community affairs, corporate affairs, and government affairs. First, “participation in community affairs” 
is often based on public service motivation (PSM), which is “motives and action in the public domain that 
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are intended to do good for others and shape the well-being of society” (Perry & Hondeghem, 2008, p. 3). 
The participation in community affairs also include being responsible for and considering the impacts of 
behavior on nature (Portney, 2015; Sachs, 2015). Having a responsible engagement for future generation is 
also a part of citizenship for community (Hoskins & Mascherini, 2009). Second, “participation in corporate 
affairs” is usually characterized as responsible consumerism (Devenport, 2000) or ethical consumerism to 
choose ethical brands (Zadek, 2001). Third, “participation in government affairs” is acting as a proponent 
of legislative or administrative ideas and putting voices into the policy process (Barg et al., 2017; Kimball, 
1997; Li, Abelson, Giacomini, & Contandriopoulos, 2015; O’Connell, 1994). It also means citizens’ 
engagement in co-production as information producers or disseminators (Alford, 2009; Coston, 1998; 
Moorhead et al., 2013; Park, Reber, & Chon, 2016). 
Opportunism and participation 
People’s opportunism is a key independent variable and consists of two sub-items: self-interest and free-
riding. First, people may decide to participate in public affairs based on their self-interest expecting the 
private return of their participation (Alford, 2002; Verschuere et al., 2012; Whiteley, 1995). Second, as the 
concept of paradox of participation (Olsen, 1965) implies, people may hesitate to participate in public 
affairs when they think that other people would participate on behalf of them (Muller & Opp, 1987). The 
arguments on the association between opportunism and participation are hypothesized as below. 
Research Question 1: How does citizens’ opportunism influence their participatory behavior? 
Hypothesis 1-1. The degree of citizens’ opportunism in terms of “self-interest” and “free-riding” 
would be significantly associated with their willingness to participate in community, 
corporations, and government. 
Hypothesis 1-2. The degree of citizens’ opportunism in terms of “self-interest” and “free-riding” 
would be differently associated with their willingness to participate in community, corporations, 
and government. 
Opportunity cost and participation 
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As another independent variable, peoples’ opportunity cost may also work on their participatory behavior. 
People’s availability in terms of time and money influences their decision to participate (Irvin & Stansbury, 
2004; King, Feltey, & O’Neill Susel, 1998; Lowndes, Pratchett, & Stoker, 2006; Verschuere, Brandsen, & 
Pestoff, 2012). This time and money play a role not only as actual costs, but also as a perceived cost of 
participation; thus, it negatively influences participation decisions (Whiteley, 1995). Beyond just the simple 
association between opportunity cost and participation, this study also considers how opportunity costs 
interact with opportunism via the following hypotheses. 
Research Question 2: How does citizens’ opportunity costs mediate the opportunism’s 
influence on participatory behavior? 
Hypothesis 2-1. Given the same degree of opportunism, the degree of citizens’ opportunity cost 
would be negatively associated with their willingness of participation in community, 
corporations, and government. 
Hypothesis 2-2. The influence of opportunity cost on citizens’ participatory behavior would 
vary according to the measures of opportunity cost such as income level, education level, and 
social class. 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 1 about here 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Methods and Data 
Data collection 
The data on dependent and independent variables were collected through national survey in South Korea 
between July 26th and August 6th in 2019. The sampling frame was a nationwide panel over 19 years old 
of age. The respondents were contacted via mobile phones with a random sampling method. The eventually 
collected sample size is 2,000. 
Measurement and data analysis 
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Table 1 shows the three dependent variables—participation in community affairs, corporate affairs, and 
government affairs—measured by aggregating the individual respondents’ participatory behaviors. The two 
independent variables were divided into several sub-variables. For instance, “opportunism” was measured 
by two sub-variables—free-riding traits and self-interest traits. The “opportunity costs” were measured via 
three different information sources—income level, education level, and social class. In an attempt to 
efficiently test the opportunity cost as a mediating variable between opportunism and participatory 
behavior, the three opportunity cost variables were transformed into dummy variables so that they can be a 
part of an interaction term (i.e., opportunity cost dummy × opportunism) in the regression models. The 
three variables of opportunity cost—income, education, social level—signify demographic information of 
respondents, and thus they played two roles in the analysis as both independent and control variables. 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 1 about here 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Findings 
Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent variables—the correlations 
between the variables were significant. Interestingly, however, the correlations between opportunity cost 
and opportunism are very weak and almost insignificant so they look independent of each other—at least 
statistically. 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 2 about here 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Table 3 shows the model structure and the results of regression analysis. As for the first research 
question on the association between opportunism and participatory behavior, Hypothesis 1-1 seems to be 
supported because the statistics show that the “the greater opportunism, the more participation.” Every 
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coefficient of opportunism (OM) has positive and statistically significant values, and such positive effect is 
consistent across all types of participation—community, corporates, and government. Hypothesis 1-2 is 
also supported by the analysis result because the “self-interest” is more associated with participation (i.e., 
having larger coefficients) than “free-riding” is (regardless of the types of participation). Still, an interesting 
point in table 3 is that free-riding is positively correlated with participation, although free-riding has been 
expected, in many literature (Olsen, 1965; Muller & Opp, 1987), to decrease the willingness to participate. 
Therefore the impact of free-riding trait on participatory behavior may need further in-depth research. 
We can also find the answer to the second research question on the mediating effect of opportunity 
cost between opportunism and participation. As anticipated in Hypothesis 2-1, given the same degree of 
opportunism, the statistics show that there is less participation with greater opportunity cost. Such mediating 
effects of opportunity cost appear only in “self-interest” (not “free-riding”) as opportunism. For Hypothesis 
2-2, the coefficients of interaction terms are significant only under the condition of “self-interest” as 
opportunism and “income level” as opportunity cost. In other words, the opportunity costs seem to be better 
defined by income level than by education level or social level. 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Insert Table 3 about here 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Figure 2 shows the interactive effects of opportunism and opportunity cost on participatory 
behavior. As the degree of opportunism increases, the likelihood of participation in public affairs (i.e. 
community, corporations, and government) also rises. When considering the mediating effect of opportunity 
cost, the group with the higher opportunity cost in terms of income level tends to have less impact of 
opportunism on participation. In other words, the motivation behind participation (i.e. opportunism) might 
be significantly influenced by the motivation behind non-participation (i.e. opportunity cost). 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
Insert Figure 2 about here 
-------------------------------------------------------- 
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Discussion and Conclusion 
The core question that this study aimed to answer is “Who actually participates in public affairs and why?” 
The results answer the question: (1) Citizens’ opportunism in terms of self-interest or free-riding may 
significantly influence their participatory behaviors, (2) Citizens’ opportunity costs may act as a mediating 
factor in the association between opportunism and participation, i.e., a higher opportunity cost lessens the 
impact of opportunism on participation. 
Based on these findings, the next question of, “Who will participate more?” might be answered as 
follows: “Those who are more opportunist with low opportunity costs will be more likely to participate in 
public affairs.” But such characteristics of those who are more likely to participate are challengeable for 
their opportunist motives of participation and their biased representativeness. 
From the perspective of public managers who are responsible to promote a broader (thereby less 
biased) basis of participation, the findings of this study imply how to mobilize (not manipulate) citizens’ 
sense of opportunism and opportunity cost. In detail, the attempt to lower the perceived opportunity cost of 
participation would be synonymous with emphasizing the value of participation relative to other 
alternatives. It may help citizens to perceive the individual and social efficacy of participation more clearly 
and vividly. In contrast, the effort of reminding people of the individual and social demerits of non-
participation would be another way of influencing people’s perception of opportunity cost. 
Still, such measures of lower opportunity cost of participation may lead to a higher sense of 
opportunism, which can again be problematic for the biased representativeness of those with high 
opportunism. Briefly, the efforts in promoting public participation often presents public managers with a 
dilemma between a lack of participants and ill-representative participants. With this in mind, future research 
needs to be conducted on the corrective measures that warrant legitimate representativeness among the 
participants. 
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Table 1. Variables and measures 
Variables in the models Measures 
Individual Common 
Dependent variables   
 Participation in 
community affairs 
Participating in voluntary services 
Helping neighbors in need 
Protecting natural environment 
Considering the future impact of my behavior 
α (Cronbach Alpha) = 0.787 
Measured using 7-point 
Likert scale respectively 
Participation in 
corporate affairs 
Buying socially respected companies’ products/services 
Investing in socially respected companies 
Suggesting private products/services’ improvements 
α = 0.776 
Participation in 
government affairs 
Reporting public issues to public agencies 
Helping public agencies in need 
α = 0.721 
 Participation in all three 
sectors 
Aggregate of all three types of participation 
α = 0.887 
Independent variables  
 RQ1. Opportunism 
 Free-riding trait Trust in others’ participations on behalf of me Measured using 7-point 
Likert scale respectively Self-interest trait Considering my own stake in collective works 
RQ2. Opportunity cost 
 Income level 11-point Likert scale Transformed into dummies: 
High (above the mean); 
Low (below the mean) 
Education level 7-point Likert scale 





Table 2. Descriptive statistics. 





1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
1 Participation in 
community affairs 
2,000 17.44 3.30 4 26 1.00 
        
2 Participation in 
corporate affairs 
2,000 13.96 3.12 3 21 0.58*** 1.00 
       
3 Participation in 
government affairs 
2,000 8.54 2.24 2 14 0.50*** 0.53*** 1.00 
      
4 Participation in 
general 
2,000 39.94 7.25 9 61 0.86*** 0.86*** 0.77*** 1.00 
     
5 Opportunism_ 
free-riding trait 
2,000 4.24 1.18 1 7 0.15*** 0.12*** 0.15*** 0.17*** 1.00 
    
6 Opportunism_ 
self-interest trait 
2,000 4.22 1.22 1 7 0.22*** 0.23*** 0.26*** 0.28*** 0.35*** 1.00 
   
7 Opportunity cost_ 
income level 
2,000 5.20 2.47 1 11 0.14*** 0.14*** 0.10*** 0.15*** -0.04* 0.03 1.00 
  
8 Opportunity cost_ 
education level 
2,000 4.46 1.13 1 7 0.10*** 0.10*** 0.06*** 0.11*** 0.00 0.04** 0.32*** 1.00 
 
9 Opportunity cost_ 
social class 
2,000 2.54 0.76 1 5 0.09*** 0.10*** 0.10*** 0.11*** -0.02 0.06*** 0.53*** 0.28*** 1.00 
Notes. *p<0.1, **p<0.05, and ***p<0.01. 
Opportunism and Opportunity Cost as Antecedents of Participatory Behavior 
 
 15 
Table 3. Models and statistics. 
Model 
no. 
Independent variables and measures Dependent 
variables 









1 Income level Free-riding Participation in 
community affairs 
1.39*** 0.47*** -0.14 
2 Income level Self-interest 1.86*** 0.67*** -0.27** 
3 Education level Free-riding 0.09 0.36*** 0.10 
4 Education level Self-interest 0.09 0.53*** 0.08 
5 Social class Free-riding -0.19 0.34*** 0.16 
6 Social class Self-interest 0.55 0.60*** -0.03 
7 Income level Free-riding Participation in 
corporate affairs 
1.41*** 0.38*** -0.16 
8 Income level Self-interest 2.37*** 0.72*** -0.40*** 
9 Education level Free-riding 0.37 0.27*** 0.07 
10 Education level Self-interest 0.52 0.56*** 0.02 
11 Social class Free-riding 0.37 0.30*** 0.03 
12 Social class Self-interest 1.55*** 0.70*** -0.26** 
13 Income level Free-riding Participation in 
government 
affairs 
0.30 0.28*** 0.01 
14 Income level Self-interest 1.21*** 0.56*** -0.23*** 
15 Education level Free-riding -0.23 0.20*** 0.13 
16 Education level Self-interest -0.12 0.42*** 0.09 
17 Social class Free-riding -0.05 0.22*** 0.12 
18 Social class Self-interest 0.39 0.47*** 0.00 





3.10*** 1.13*** -0.28 
20 Income level Self-interest 5.44*** 1.95*** -0.89*** 
21 Education level Free-riding 0.24 0.84*** 0.30 
22 Education level Self-interest 0.49 1.52*** 0.20 
23 Social class Free-riding 0.12 0.87*** 0.31 
24 Social class Self-interest 2.49** 1.76*** -0.30 
Notes. The regression coefficients for each model are reported. The statistically significant coefficients are highlighted. *p<0.1, 
**p<0.05, and ***p<0.01.  
 
 
Figure 2. Findings in a graphic. 
 
